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Sermon on 2 Sam 14 by Andre Holtslag.	  “Restoring a Banished Son.”	
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.  In 2 Samuel 12, we read about the Prophet Nathan coming before David in the wake of his adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband Uriah the Hittite.  Nathan comes to David with a story about a rich man with many sheep who steals the pet lamb of his poor neighbour, in order to provide his visitor with a meal.  Nathan’s story is spectacularly simple and extremely effective, as David’s justifiable outrage is turned back on himself.  

Well the scene here in 2 Sam 14 has some similarities doesn’t it.  It involves the same King.  It also involves someone coming before him with a story.  And yet, it is a story that lacks something in comparison to Nathan’s.  We are left scratching our heads after reading this chapter, because we are not sure whether we are supposed to feel some sympathy for this woman, for David, or for Absalom, and Joab’s actions are difficult to understand.  

As we seek to understand this story, we will see that the glorious reign of King David is continuing to unravel.  We will see that no earthly king is able to administer perfect justice and compassion.  

This story then serves as a contrast.  As we read of King David, we are forced to look through him to another King.  For in witnessing David’s wrestle with justice and compassion, we are pointed forward to the salvation accomplished by God as He sends another Son of David to demonstrate perfect justice and perfect compassion.  

Here in 2 Samuel 14, we are presented with a story that involves two schemers.  The two schemers confront David in two ways; firstly, in verses 1-20, through the façade of wisdom, and secondly, in verses 21-33, through the façade of repentance.   

Before we proceed any further, it’s probably helpful to explain what the word façade means.  A façade is something that appears to be one thing on the outside, but is actually another.  Sometimes buildings can have a façade.  They may look like old classical buildings on the outside, but be brand new modern buildings on the inside.  We use the word façade to describe what we do when we put on a happy face on the outside to hide the hurt on the inside.  We can use the word also to describe how we use words cleverly.

Well, as we turn in the first place then to consider the façade of wisdom, Chapter 14 begins by informing us that Joab, Son of Zeruiah, perceives the state of the king’s heart.  
We know Joab to be the commander of Israel’s armies.  As a son of Zeruiah, he is revealed also to be David’s own nephew, for 1 Chron 2:16 reveals Zeruiah to be David’s sister.  
Thus, he is one who is obviously well aware of what is going on in the court of the king.  

But a more difficult question to answer is what it was that Joab perceived about the king’s attitude towards Absalom.  We need to take time to consider this, because the answer to this question provides a framework for our understanding of this passage.  
With various shades of subtlety, all our English translations suggest to us that the king “longed for Absalom.”  What you should note however, is that this verse and the verse preceding it - 13:39 – often have marginal notes or italicized words in them.  Because of the words used in the Hebrew, and the breadth of their meanings, translators give careful attention to the context and sometimes use these italicized words to help smooth out their translation.

And so, if we strip Verse 1 down to its bear literal elements, we find that “Joab Son of Zeruiah knew that the king’s heart _________ Absalom.”  There is one tiny preposition which supplies for us the attitude of David towards Absalom.  Now, that small preposition can mean a number of things:  “toward, concerning, upon, and against”, for example.  In verse 13, it is translated as “against.”  “Why then have you devised a thing like this AGAINST the people of God?”  The same phrase from verse 1 is also used in Daniel 11:28 where we read, “His heart will be SET AGAINST his holy covenant.”  But here in verse 1 of ch 14, we have “longed for” or words to that effect   

This then is why there a good number of well respected commentators who question the suggestion that David’s attitude towards Absalom was favourable at this time.  They wonder whether David’s subsequent love for Absalom, expressed in his urging of Joab and the army to spare his life and in his tears at the news of Absalom’s death, is read back into these two verses to supply an understanding of them that may not have been intended by the author?  

These observations become important when we ask of the text the following questions.  
If David’s heart was filled with such longing for Absalom, why then did Joab have to contrive this elaborate charade involving the woman of Tekoa?  Why didn’t he just go and get Absalom and bring him back?  
And if this were some face saving charade designed to restore Absalom with minimal effect to David’s reputation, why when he was returned to Jerusalem did David order Absalom to his own house and forbid him from seeing his face?  

Brothers and Sisters, to fully understand the significance of this portion of Scripture, we need to recognize that at the beginning of this story, King David still recognizes that justice demands the death of Absalom because he murdered his brother Amnon.  The text will reveal that it is Joab and the people of Israel that have softened their attitude toward Absalom.  In these last years of David’s reign, it is Joab and the people who have fallen in love with Absalom and the idea that he may be the one best suited to be king following David.  

And so, as Joab perceives the king’s attitude towards Absalom, he recognizes that he must come up with something very clever to change that attitude.  
Perhaps recalling the success of the Prophet Nathan’s heart pulling story, he engages the services of a wise woman from Tekoa.  He seems to make the perfect choice.  For even though Joab supplied the guts of the story, this wise woman from Tekoa has a rare gift for crafting an elaborate tale - She is the perfect blend of Oprah Winfrey, Meryl Streep, and Judge Judy!

She spends time preparing for her starring role.  She chooses just the right outfit appropriate to mourning; an outfit that will have the most dramatic effect on the king’s emotions.  She lets the king see a face unadorned with cosmetics and begins her pursuit of an Oscar nomination.  You can almost picture her forlorn expression as she comes into David’s presence.  “Help me O King, I am indeed a widow.”  After all, is it not true that good kings are always sympathetic to distressed widows?  This is the perfect part and she plays the role to perfection plucking each one of David’s heartstrings like a trained harpist.  

The tragic story of her two sons’ fatal fight in a field is reminiscent of Cain and Abel, and perhaps deliberately so.  What she reveals though is that one of her sons may be guilty of manslaughter according to the provisions of Numbers 35 and Joshua 20.  Whether she is aware of it or not, Absalom is guilty of murder, not manslaughter, for his murder of Amnon was planned and deliberate and not the sad result of a moment’s mutual hostility.  She then ramps up the emotional appeal of the story by painting the whole family as greedy for the inheritance that belongs to her husband’s line; a pack of vultures circling in for the kill!  

As she speaks to David, the one known as “the lamp of Israel,” she says, “They would put out the only burning coal I have left…”  

Her emotional appeal works.  David promises to give orders on behalf of this poor widow.  

But she is not satisfied with this.  She wants a fuller protection for her son than the law allows, and so to remove any of the king’s scruples in this matter she willingly offers to bear any of the consequences of this miscarriage of justice.  She wants the king to swear an oath guaranteeing her son’s immunity and David willingly complies in verse 11.  
And in doing this, out of sympathy for the widow’s plight, David goes beyond the provisions of the law that mandate a trial to investigate the circumstances of this crime.  
He says, “As surely as the Lord lives not one hair of your son’s head will fall to the ground.”  

Here we see that the seeds are sown for the façade of wisdom to begin its work on David’s resolution towards Absalom.  The combination of the woman’s appearance and her seemingly wise words have penetrated into the king’s heart turning him away from Biblical justice.  

And it is right at this moment that the woman of Tekoa turns this around on the king and his demeanour towards “the banished one” - Not the murderer, mind you!  Not the coward who fled, but the one you banished, O king.  

And just in case the king sees right through her disguise she immediately returns to her own tale of woe in verse 16, before smothering the king with words of flattery that flow from her tongue like spoonfuls of honey.  “For as the angel of God, so is my lord the king to discern good and evil.”

Well, with one twitch of his nose, the king smells a rat.  “Is Joab behind this, he asks?”  And with another liberal dose of honey, the woman of Tekoa compliments the King for seeing through her brilliant performance, and admits that her act came about at Joab’s instigation “to change the present situation.”  

Generally speaking, if something looks like a fish, smells like a fish, and tastes like a fish, then it is most probably a fish!  However, this is not always the case with wisdom is it brothers and sisters.  The woman’s tale looks like wisdom, it even sounds like wisdom, it probably even felt like wisdom to David as her words washed over him.  He began to allow this false wisdom to overrule what He knew to be the clear instruction of God’s Word on this matter.  David began to consider compromising biblical justice by allowing himself to be taken in by this appeal for compassion that should have failed the litmus test for wisdom.  

Do you know what a litmus test is boys and girls?  You use a litmus test to determine the presence of acid in a substance.  You put the substance on your litmus paper and if it turns a certain colour, you know for sure that there is acid present.  
Do you know what the litmus test for wisdom is? It is the Bible.  You take what you hear, what you read, what you feel, and what you experience, and you examine it for evidence of the teaching of Scripture.  This means, of course, that you need to be familiar with the teaching of Scripture.  You need to learn from the example of Jesus Christ Himself - The King of wisdom.  How did He respond to the false wisdom of the temptations of the Devil?  How did He respond to the false wisdom of the Pharisees and Scribes?  With the Word of God – the litmus test for wisdom.

And so, whether you sit in a biology or philosophy class at university, whether you sit at home listening to talkback radio, or whether you are part of a discussion in the session room, be very aware of the fact that the appearance and sound of wisdom does not always equate with real wisdom.  Therefore, if you recognize this, entreat the Lord of wisdom earnestly, pray that Jesus Himself may grant you the ability to discern wisdom using the litmus test of His Word.

Joab then was the first schemer to succeed in inclining the king’s heart towards an unjust compassion.  He achieved this with the skill of the wise woman from Tekoa.  But as we turn to the rest of this chapter, we see that Absalom himself is the second schemer to achieve some success in his endeavours as he presents the king with a façade of repentance.

It seems clear from the fact that King David asked the woman from Tekoa if Joab’s hand was behind her story that David was well aware of Joab’s desire to have Absalom returned.  We cannot be sure exactly why Joab wanted Absalom back, but he is given permission to go and fetch Absalom back from Geshur.  

However, Joab does not quite get the exact outcome he might have anticipated.  Even though Absalom is returned to Jerusalem, he is not immediately restored to the royal household.  And as we consider Absalom’s actions later in this chapter and later in this book, David appears to compound his failure to punish fully Absalom by granting him a type of half measure of forgiveness.  
Even though Absalom comes home and knows he will not be executed, he is forbidden access to the royal home and the presence of his father’s full favour.  
Now any one who has ever been given a type of half forgiveness will know what thoughts starting brewing in your mind.  Perhaps you children can recall times when your parents have separated what they thought was a fight between you and a brother or sister.  You were completely innocent in the matter, but because your parents can’t quite work out who is at fault, you are both sent to your room to cool off.  No-one is punished, but no one is proclaimed innocent and you were!  So you start brooding about how life is so unfair.  
Well, can you begin to imagine the rueful brooding that must have gone on in Absalom’s mind over the next two years?  “This is so unfair!”  “Why has my father done this to me?”  If I am innocent of Amnon’s blood then I should not be treated as though I am guilty!”  

Just as we don’t know why Joab wanted Absalom back, we cannot be sure why he seems to lose all interest in Absalom now.  As Absalom sees that he has lost Joab as an ally, his broodings only increase and his resolve to gain an audience with the king is hardened. 

And yet, before we look at Absalom’s meeting with David at the end of the chapter, we must consider the importance of verses 25 through 27 (Read).  
These verses seem rather odd don’t they?  They almost read like an encyclopedia entry for Absalom.  They come across as though they might have been written by Absalom’s public relations staff.  Handsome, flawless, and great hair that is impossibly heavy!  What is even more odd is that they seem to disrupt the natural flow of the story between vs 24 and 28. And yet, to dismiss these verses as a curious oddity would be to miss the significance of what we are being told here.  These three verses notify us of the fact that despite the lack of any overt reference to the activity of God in this passage, He is very much at work in the orchestration of these events.  He wants Israel and all subsequent readers to realize exactly what mistake is being made here, by Joab, by the people of Israel, and also now by David.

In this description of Absalom, Brothers and Sisters, do you not detect an echo of previous descriptions of possible kingly material?  Do we not see here echoes of Israel’s fascination with Saul –the man who was a head taller than all others?  Absalom is described as “handsome,” and “highly praised.”  He was one “without blemish” from head to toe.  And his hair!  You should see his hair.  What he cuts off weighs two hundred shekels by royal weight!”  

It is as if the author, with a generous amount of sarcasm, is offering us some political commentary.  He is saying to us, “Here we go again!  Can you believe these people!  They are infatuated with Absalom’s looks!  As they wonder about who will be the next king, they are prepared to overlook the fact that Absalom is a murderer, they pay no attention at all to his moral character, or to whether he has the requisite wisdom needed to be king.  They seem uninterested in whether or not this son of David could be the son of David who comes to bring salvation to the people of the Lord.  They are not the least bit interested in whether the favour of the Lord rests upon his shoulders.  All they are interested in is the weight of the hair that flows down over his shoulders!”  

Do you remember what the Lord said to Samuel when he was sent to anoint King Saul’s successor?  Samuel saw Eliab, Jesse’s son, and thought that he looked handsome enough to be the man.  But the Lord said, “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him.  The Lord does not look at the things man looks at.  Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  

Then follows this seemingly insignificant biographical note.  “Three sons and a daughter were born to Absalom.  The daughter’s name was Tamar and she became a beautiful woman.  In the naming of Absalom’s daughter, we see that Absalom’s deep love for the sister assaulted by Amnon remained strong.  We are reminded that it was David’s apparent failure to punish Amnon that provoked Absalom to murder him, and what may have contributed to Absalom’s justifying his own actions then and now.  Perhaps compounding Absalom’s frustrations at this time, is the fact that 2 Samuel 18:18 informs us that “Absalom erected a pillar as a monument to himself because he had no son to carry on the memory of his name.”  It seems most likely that Absalom’s sons all died in their infancy.

This then, is the political and domestic situation that weighs heavily on Absalom.  Wanting to advance his cause, he fails to get Joab’s attention, and so he does what anyone would do in this situation: He burns Joab’s fields!  When Joab appears, Absalom pours out his self-pity and expresses a desire to be judged by the king.  “If I am guilty of anything, let him put me to death.”  Absalom then appears before the king, prostrates himself on the ground, and then we read that “the king kissed Absalom.”  

Absalom knew full well that if the king had not executed him these 5 years for the murder of Amnon, that he was not going to execute him now.  He knew that if he presented his drop dead gorgeous face to the king, with gold highlights in his hair, and just the right amount of tears leaking from his eyes, that any last shred of biblical justice the king held on to would melt away in favor of his son Absalom.  Filial compassion would outweigh any residual conviction as the façade of repentance was acted out before the king and sealed with a kiss.
I began this sermon by recalling the story of the Prophet Nathan in chapter 12.  After David’s righteous indignation was revealed, the prophet delivered the judgment of God to David.  He said, “Out of your own household I am going to bring calamity upon you.  Before your eyes I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and he will lie with your wives in broad daylight.”  Right here, as David kisses Absalom, he himself paves the way for this judgment to come to fruition.  David abdicates from his responsibility to administer kingly justice upon his son, and instead restores this banished son, the one who would eventually fulfill the very words of God’s judgment on David.
 
It is hard to understand how David fell for this whole charade; how he failed to see through this double façade of wisdom and repentance.  He appears here to be a pathetic and weak king who should have been able to deal with this no-brainer; Absalom guilty of murder, off with his head, problem solved!  So how then did David; the one described as a “man after God’s own heart,” descend to this?

The answer to this question, Brothers and Sisters, comes to us in something that was said by the woman of Tekoa; something we need to pay a little closer attention to, by way of conclusion; something that provides the key to David’s actions in this matter.  

Look again at verse 13, where she says, “Why has the king devised a thing like this against the people of God?  
That is knife No 1 delivered into David’s heart front and centre.  
For this is the same king who would later express his deep love for the Lord’s people by crying out to God as the angel of the Lord brought vengeance upon Israel for David’s illegal census, and saying in 2 Sam 24:17, “I am the one who has sinned and done wrong.  These are but sheep.  What have they done?  Let your hand fall upon me and my family.”

The woman of Tekoa then says, “The king has not brought back his banished son.”  
Knife No 2 delivered front and centre.  
For this is the king who knew exactly what it was like to be a banished son; a banished son of God who expressed in the words of Psalm 22 those words which are the cry of all those who feel the conviction of sin as the Holy Spirit works in our hearts the work of repentance and godly sorrow for sin: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?”  
But a king who could also immediately recall that he did not remain banished from God.  A king who had experienced the mercy and compassion of His God, the unmerited favor of a forgiving God.  A king who had expressed this in Psalm 30 saying, “To you O Lord, I called; to the Lord I cried for mercy.  You turned my wailing into dancing; you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy, that my heart may sing to you and not be silent.  O Lord my God, I will give you thanks forever.”  

And just as he was recalling this she went on to say in verse 14, “God does not take away life; instead He devises ways so that the banished person may not remain estranged from Him.”  
Knife NO 3, delivered front and centre with a little twist for good measure!




You see, even in this façade of wisdom and repentance there is a kernel of truth.  
As we look at King David we are pointed forward to God.
As we look at King David we are pointed forward to our salvation in King Jesus

You see, David found a way to restore the banished one.  He allowed his love for his son to triumph over justice.  
But this was accomplished through scheming and dispensing with justice.  
While Absalom was restored, his sin was not dealt with.

And you too, just like Absalom, are sinners who deserve to be banished eternally from God.  
And yet, God has devised away to allow the banished ones to return.  This is the story of the Bible.
But, Brothers and Sisters, God accomplished this without any scheming.  
God accomplished this in accordance with His love and His justice.
He has dealt fully with the guilt of your sin.  
In order to restore you, He banished His one and only begotten Son, Jesus.
And He did this because of His great and pure love for you.

Praise God that He did not let filial compassion for His son overrule divine justice!  
Praise God that Jesus became the banished One who endured perfect justice, so that you and I could become restored sons and daughters who receive His perfect compassion.  

And if, perhaps, because of your sin you feel yourself to be a banished one.  
Here God say to you today, come to Me, in full repentance.  

Whether you have heard the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ for the first time, or for the thousandth time.  

Acknowledge the One who was banished in your place; who suffered for your sin.  
And receive now the kiss of full forgiveness, merited for you by the work of Jesus, the Son of David.  Amen.




